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Abstract. This article reconstructs the intellectual trajectory of Vladimir Niko-
laevich Zabugin (1880-1923), positioning him not as a mere witness to the Russo-Ita-
lian dialogue of the first decades of the Twentieth century, but as its active architect.
Going beyond traditional narratives of émigré culture, the present study analyses
Zabugin’s career as a paradigmatic instance of cultural philology, where historical
inquiry intersects with musicology, liturgy, and publicism. Central to this analysis is
his role in the journal Roma e ’Oriente, which functioned as a laboratory for translat-
ing Russian religious philosophy into the categories of Italian humanism. The article
further examines Zabugin’s academic and intellectual activity in Rome, as well as his
account of the 1917 revolution in Il gigante folle. Drawing on recent scholarship and
archival reconstruction, the paper demonstrates how Zabugin’s work established a
solid infrastructure for a cultural transfer between Russia and Italy, offering a model
of intellectual interdisciplinary mediation that remains relevant today.
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Espona u Poccusi: napadokcsl poocmea

BJIATUMUP 3ABYTHUH KAK KVJIbTYPHBIN IIOCPEJHUK
MEXXTY POCCUEN U UTAJTUEM

Mapusa AHapeeBHa EMeIbsTHOBa

HarroHa/IbHEIN UCCIe0BATe/IbCKHUHM YHUBEPCUTET
«BrIcIIIadg K018 9KOHOMUKH», MOCKBa, Poccus,
marie.emelianova@gmail.com

AHHOTanMs. B cTaThbe PeKOHCTPYUpPYeTCd UHTeJJIEKTyaJ bHbIN IIyTh Biaau-
mupa HukostaeBrya 3abyruHa (1880-1923), KOTOPBIN OBLI He IIPOCTO CBUIETEIEM
PYCCKO-UTaJIbAHCKOIO [HajIora IIepBhIX AecATUIeTUN XX BeKa, HO ero aKTUBHBIM
cosuparesieM. BBIX0Ad 3a paMKHU TPagUIIMOHHBIX HappaTHUBOB 00 IMUIPAHTCKOMU
KyJIbTYpe, UCCIIeJOBaHMe aHAIU3UPYyeT HAYUHO-IIPOPeCCHOHAIBHYIO 1eITeJIbHOCTD
3abyrruHa Kak IIapaiurMaJbHBIN 06pa3er] «KyJIbTYPHOU QUIOJIOTHUM», B IIPOCTPAH-
CTBe KOTOPOM HCTOpUUYECKUEe USBICKAaHUSA OPraHUUYHO IIepeceKaroTCs C My3bIKOBe-
IeHUeM, IUTYPIrUKOM U ITyOJIUIMCTUKON. Ba)KHOe MeCTO B aHajIu3e 0TBeeHO POJIN
3abyruHa B )XypHaJie «Roma e ’Oriente», I10CIy>KUBIIIEM CBOe06pa3HOM s1abopaTo-
pUen I TPaHCISAIIUM PYCCKOM PeJIMTHO3HOM QMIOCOOUU B CUCTEMY KaTeropuil
UTAJIbIHCKOTO I'ymMaHu3Ma. KpoMe TOro, B cTaThbe HUCCIeLyeTCs akKajeMudecKas U
HHTeJI/IeKTyaJIbHad paboTa 3a0yruHa B PuMe, a TaK)Ke er0 OCMBIC/IEHHE PEeBOJIIOITAN
1917 roga Ha cTrpaHuIlax KHUru «Il gigante folle» («be3ymMHBIM rUraHT»). OIIKUpasiCh
Ha HOBeHIlIMe Hay4yHble TPYAbl U MaTepuasbl apXUBHBIX pasbICKaHUM, UCCIe0Ba-
HUe IeMOHCTPUPYeT, YTO MHOIOTpaHHasd esaTeJIbHOCTh 3a0yrruHa Urpasjia BayKHYIO
POJIb B 3aJI0)KEHUU IPOUYHOT0 PyHIaMeHTa /i1 Hay4dHO-KyJIbTYPHOTO TpaHcdepa
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Mexxny Poccueit u Utanue, IIpeijio’KUB He YTPaTUBIIYIO CBOeX aKTyaIbHOCTH MO-
IeJIb MEXIUCIUIIMNHAPHOTO HHTEJJIEKTYaJIbHOT0 II0CpeJHUUECTBa.

:]:Eg KiroueBsle cioBa: Biagumup 3ab6yryvH, pPyCCKO-UTaJbIHCKHE OTHOIIIEHUS,
KyJILTYPHBIN TpaHcpep, Roma e ’Oriente, XpUCTHaHCKOe BO3POJKIEeHUe, pPycCKas
aMurpaIs, pesoJronudg 1917 roga
LY
BiarogapHocTu. CTaThs IIOATOTOBJIEHA B paMKax IIporpaMmsbl dyHHaMeH-
TaJILHBIX HCCIeJOBAaHUU HalMOHAJIBLHOTO HUCC/Ief0BaTeJbCKOI0 YHUBEPCUTETA
«BpICIIIas 1IK0JIa 3KOHOMUKK» (HY BIIII).

ﬁ CchUIKa 11 BUTHPOBAHUA: EMmeibaHosa M. A. Biagumup 3ab6yruH Kak KyJib-
TYPHBIN IOCPeIHUK Mexay Poccueit u Urtanueit /| duiocopuyeckre nmucbma. Pyc-
CKO-eBpomeucKuu guasior. 2026. T. 9, Ne 2. C. 75-89.
do0i:10.17323/2658-5413-2026-9-2-75-89.

iscussions of Russian-Italian cultural exchange in the first half of the twentieth
century have traditionally centred on celebrated émigré intellectuals and
travellers to Italy, reinforcing familiar narratives and canonical examples.
Yet beyond this established picture lies a cohort of figures who, though seldom cast as
emblematic of the age, served as its active intermediaries. Among them, one name has
long remained almost entirely absent from the scholarly record, despite a biography
and body of work that illuminate the very mechanics of this intercultural encounter.

That figure is Vladimir Zabugin, a Russian classical philologist, historian of
Humanism, professor at the University of Rome “La Sapienza,” musicologist, and
publicist.Zabugin was not simply a witness to the dialogue between Russian and Italian
cultures, but an active participant in shaping its intellectual architecture. He founded
institutional platforms, most notably the periodical Roma e I’Oriente at Grottaferrata;
cultivated multiple scholarly registers, from academic lectures to critical reviews;
and acted as a kind of interdisciplinary translator, bridging philology, philosophy,
iconology, liturgical tradition, and musicology.

The present article aims to reconsider Zabugin not as a marginal “forgotten name,”
but as a genuine architect of cultural mediation in interwar Italy. Situated between
the St Petersburg school of comparative philology and the religious-philosophical
sensibility of the Russian Silver Age, Zabugin interpreted the Italian Renaissance
as a decisive moment in Europe’s Christian self-understanding. The analysis will
focus on two interrelated dimensions of his activity: first, his academic formation
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and university career within the Roman intellectual milieu; and second, his work on
Roma e I'Oriente as both a vehicle of cultural dialogue and a laboratory for crafting a
distinct discourse on the interconnections between East and West.

Biographical and Intellectual Context

Zabugin’s intellectual formation emerged at the meeting point of several
traditions: classical philology, art history, religious studies, and musicology. For him,
music was not just a diversion but a structural element of his scholarship, one that
tuned his senses to the visual, ritual, and sonic resonances of textual evidence. Born
in 1880 near St Petersburg to a bourgeois family (his father a senior official in the
Ministry of Finance, his mother an ophthalmologist) Zabugin received his education
at the St Petersburg Faculty of History and Philology. It was there that the example
of Alexander Veselovsky impressed upon him the value of interdisciplinary breadth
and a truly expansive humanism. Importantly, his academic training ran parallel
to systematic studies at the Conservatoire; this synthesis of the philological and the
musical would ultimately define his interpretation of Renaissance and religious
culture.

Veselovsky’s influence instilled in Zabugin a lasting commitment to interdis-
ciplinary inquiry and an expansive humanistic vision. From his student years on-
wards, philological training unfolded in parallel with formal study at the Conserva-
toire, forming a union of disciplines that would come to define his understanding of
Renaissance and religious culture.

Zabugin’s departure for Italy in 1903, supported by a scholarship from the Imperial
Academy of Sciences, was far from an exercise in academic tourism. While many
Russian subjects in Italy during this period were political exiles or revolutionaries
(see: [Tamborra, 1977]), his purpose was different and precise: to conduct first-hand
research into the relationship between European Humanism and the Slavic tradition,
viewed through the lens of the Roman Academy and Its founder, Giulio Pomponio
Leto. Of still greater consequence was a deliberate linguistic choice: he adopted
Italian as the main vehicle of his scholarship, thereby integrating himself rapidly
into Rome’s academic milieu. By 1905 Zabugin was firmly established in the city, and
from 1911 to 1923 he held the chair of Humanist Literature at the University of Rome
“La Sapienza.”

Alongside his university work, Zabugin sustained an active engagement with
the periodical press. Journals such as Rivista d’Italia, Nuova Antologia, Archivio della
Regia Societa Romana di Storia Patria, Giornale Arcadico, and Giornale Storico della
Letteratura Italiana provided outlets for his studies on the Renaissance, his critiques
of European historiography, and his essays on Russian theatrical and musical life. In

78 dunocopuyeckre MUcbMa. PyccKo-eBpoIecKui frasor. 2026. T. 9, Ne 2.



M. A. Emelianova. Vladimir Zabugin as a Cultural Mediator between Russia and Italy Il

this way, the distinctive “bilingual” configuration of Zabugin’s career took shape as
a synthesis of his Russian intellectual formation and the Italian stage, which enabled
him to write from within Italian philology while retaining an unbroken Eastern
Christian perspective.

Zabugin’s religious evolution proved no less formative for his intellectual outlook.
Baptised into the Orthodox Church, he entered communion with Rome in 1907, yet
continued to observe the Byzantine rite. His religious life thus became a real synthesis,
which was Eastern in practice and Western in institution. The Abbey of Santa Maria
di Grottaferrata, founded by Saint Nilus in 1004, became the natural locus of this
integration, a place where the boundary between East and West was crossed on a
daily basis. It was here that Zabugin established the practical foundations of his life
as aresearcher: he had access to monastic libraries and scholarly networks, channels
for publication, and an audience interested in serious reflection on Eastern Christian
themes.

His marriage on July 4™ 1915 at Grottaferrata to Amelia Maria Festa, the daughter
of the organist Pietro Festa and sister of the painter Matilde Festa, wife of the architect
Marcello Piacentini, was widely read as a symbolic act of cultural representation. The
Roman presslingered on the details of the Byzantine ceremony: the crowns, the white
veil, the triple circumambulation, and the “melodies of the East,” remarking both on
its novelty and on the unusual attention it commanded from the public [Giovanardi,
2021].

The importance of this episode lies not in its exotic colouration but in its implicit
argument: difference need not be erased to achieve communion. The wedding ritual
itself became a practical demonstration of Zabugin’s intellectual belief, namely
that dialogue between Confessions and cultures must proceed not by effacing
distinctiveness, but by placing it in the service of mutual understanding.

From Grottaferrata, in 1910, emerged the periodical Roma e U’Oriente. Rivista
criptoferratense per l'unione delle Chiese, the monastery’s own scholarly review.
Conceived and directed by Zabugin, it functioned as a multilingual platform (Italian,
French, Greek, and Latin) for research at the intersection of theology, philology, and
cultural history. The journal approached the question of ecclesial unity not through
dogmatic polemic but through learned comparison, seeking harmony without erasing
ritual or spiritual distinction. It also maintained an ecumenical openness, welcoming
contributors from a broad spectrum of confessional backgrounds.

This intellectual approach, aligned more with the spirit of Leo XIII than with the
defensive tone of his successor, naturally invited tension and censorship that marked
the pontificate of Pius X. This pressure eased under Benedict XV, allowing the review’s
work to continue with greater freedom. It was precisely this stance, principled yet
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dialogical, that enabled Roma e I’Oriente to serve as a genuine medium of cultural
transfer!. Between 1910 and 1921, Zabugin contributed with about 150 pieces, many
unsigned, ranging from studies of Eastern liturgies and the “Greco-Slav question”
among humanists to critical reviews of Russian religious thought? Through this
sustained work, he transformed the private borderland of his own biography Into a
public Infrastructure for Intercultural scholarship.

Zabugin in the Italian Academic and Cultural Milieu

The Roman phase of Zabugin’s life was far from a mere backdrop to his research;
it constituted the very matrix of its development. He built his career in a milieu where
the “historical school” of philology coexisted with Rome’s layered cultural landscape,
namelywithitsacademies, archives, editorial offices,and theatres. In thisenvironment
Zabugin pursued what might be called a strategy of internal assimilation: he wrote
and lectured in Italian, published in leading journals, and in doing so, translated his
ostensibly Russian concerns into the operative idiom of Italian scholarship rather
than maintaining the position of an external observer.

By 1911 his trajectory had acquired clear definition: already teaching at La Sa-
pienza, he was appointed the following year as lecturer in Renaissance literature.
This academic profile is faithfully reflected in contemporary biographical and bib-
liographical accounts. Concurrently, he was admitted to the Accademia degli Arcadi®
and soon became a familiar presence at its gatherings. This dual citizenship, both
scholarly and public, became characteristic of Zabugin’s Roman life, enabling him
to conduct intellectual activity between academic studies and the broader arenas of
Italy’s cultural life.

It Is Interesting that Zabugin’s monograph on Pomponio Leto, while firmly
situated within the Italian “historical school,” reveals a methodological ambition of
much wider scope. His contemporaries observed that in Zabugin a Latin discipline
was overlaid with a Slavic sensibility, and that his philology was thereby humanised

! For the theoretical framework of ‘cultural transfer’ (transferts culturels), see: [Espagne, 2009].
On the specific function of the ‘cultural broker’ in mediating between distinct semantic fields, see:
[Wolf, 1956].

2 See: [Kusenko, 2020], which provides the first systematic analysis of Zabugin’s role as a critic and
cultural intermediary between Russian religious philosophy and the Italian academic world.

3 The Accademia degli Arcadi was founded in Rome on 5 October 1690 in the gardens of San Pi-
etro in Montorio by Giovan Mario Crescimbeni and others, was a literary society that sought to purify
Italian poetry from the excesses of Marinist Baroque style. Members adopted pastoral pseudonyms
as “shepherds” in an idyllic Arcadia, promoting classical simplicity, nature-inspired elegance, and
neoclassical ideals that profoundly shaped 18th-century European literature. Admission to it meant
distinction among intellectuals; members adopted pastoral pseudonyms as “shepherds” in an idyllic
Arcadia, promoting classical simplicity, natureinspired elegance, and neoclassical ideals that pro-
foundly shaped 18th-century European literature.
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to encompass the history of spiritual forms: art, liturgy, and ritual. This was not a
matter of estheticizing sources, but of deliberately expanding the academic field so
that iconography, liturgical practice, and musical form might stand alongside textual
testimony.

In this spirit Zabugin advanced a reading of the Renaissance as a fundamentally
Christian,rather than secular, enterprise; thisreading was deeply grounded in the Italian
archive: in manuscripts, in the correspondence of humanists, and in the pedagogical
culture of the academies. Thus, he inscribed himself in the lineage of Italian humanist
philology while simultaneously testing its limits through interdisciplinary fertilisation.

It Is important that Zabugin’s interdisciplinarity was not merely a rhetorical claim
but an institutional reality. In 1918 he founded the University Musical Group (Gruppo
Universitario Musicale, GUM) in Rome, and in 1922 obtained a lectureship in the
history of music, transforming his musical expertise into a medium of interuniversity
exchange that eventually linked six Italian universities. This was no idle venture of
an amateur musician but a significant effort to promote the circulation of different
cultural codes between academic audiences and the broader public. Basically, it was yet
another dimension of his larger project of “cultural translation.” From the perspective
of cultural transfer, Zabugin’s achievement is remarkable: he effected transfer not
only through texts and lectures, but through an entire confederation of practices: the
academic chair, the concert platform, and the domain of critical commentary.

Simultaneously, Zabugin positioned himself as a mediator of the Russian
modernist milieu for the Italian elite, though, at times, this happened with mixed
success. His 1911 essay in Nuova Antologia on the Roman tour of Diaghilev’s Ballets
Russes [Zabughin, 1911], for instance, offered a rather complex reading of the internal
logic of Fokine’s choreographic innovations and the cultural genealogy underpinning
the new plastic arts. Yet, as Daniela Rizzi has convincingly argued [Rizzi, 2026]*, the
journal’s fifty-thousand strong metropolitan readership encountered this analysisin a
state of virtual blindness: turn-of-the-century Italy simply lacked the conceptual tools
required for an adequate engagement with St Petersburg modernism. Furthermore,
Zabugin’s language, particularly dense in at times obscure allusions and literary
references, tended to accentuate his distance from a public used to more linear forms
of discourse. What emerges is a paradigmatic instance of the “inaudibility” of cultural
translation: the novelty of his claims and the density of his references failed to find
their frequency, even though the text was directed quite precisely at the cultural
competence of the Roman elite. However, this reception was not monolithic.

4T am grateful to Daniela Rizzi who shared with me the text of her forthcoming publication on the
reception of Zabugin’s article devoted to Diaghilev.
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Nevertheless, as Olga Kusenko has demonstrated [Kusenko, 2020], Zabugin’s
reviewing practice effectively functioned as a laboratory for translating Russian
religious philosophy into Italian academic categories, establishing an important, if
complex, channel for intellectual transfer. Zabugin’s place in the scholarly canon
also became firmly establisheds. The discipline of philology came to regard him as
“one of its own,” particularly in Renaissance studies, while gradually absorbing his
methodological integration of iconology and liturgics. In journals such as the Giornale
Storico della Letteratura Italiana and the Archivio della Regia Societa Romana di Storia
Patria, he published work that perfectly illustrated this duality: on the one hand,
exemplary exercises in source criticism; on the other, interpretative ventures that
reached towards a “history of forms,” in which religious practices were carried as
cultural structures. In effect, this constituted a local example of what might be termed
“cultural philology,” that is, an approach that sought to free literary history from the
“grey tyranny” of purely rhetorical description by insisting on the correlation of text,
image, and sound. It was a position Zabugin articulated with programmatic clarity in
his prefaces to works on Virgil and in his public lectures.

The Italian reception of Zabugin across the twentieth and twenty-first centuries
has consistently registered this duality: recognition in the field of “high” philology,
alongside the perception of an intercultural and interlingual intellectual whose
work was too expansive for narrow specialisation and too scholarly for popular
dissemination. As commentators have observed, this ambivalence cannot be
dismissed as a mere caprice of the Italian public. Rather, it reflects a structural
mismatch of attentional regimes: in a scholarly culture marked by rigid disciplinary
boundaries, it was at times difficult to assimilate an author who, in a single oeuvre,
applied philology, iconography, liturgics, and musicology.

It is precisely this coherence, today often characterised as “cultural history,” that
positions Zabugin at the heart of Russo-Italian cultural relations. He was a mediator
who did not simply adapt to the language of the Italian academy but operated across
multiple domains (scholarly, ecclesiastical, musical, and theatrical), forging channels
for the circulation of meaning between them.

Hence, Zabugin’s Roman career was not an unbroken sequence of triumphs;
it included moments of misunderstanding alongside a continuous effort to craft
communication across distinct fields. In this objective, he established important
linkages that integrated heterogeneous areas into a coherent system of cultural
translation. For Zabugin, Italy became not only a site of publication, but an

5 A fact recognized early on by Augusto Campana in his foundational study of Zabugin’s huma-
nistic philology [Campana, 1980].
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environment in which meanings were actively produced; from this intellectual
location, his texts return to Russia as generalised propositions for an “East — West”
history of the Renaissance.

The journal Roma e I’Oriente (1910-1921)
as a Laboratory of Cultural Mediation

The journal, shaped by Zabugin in Grottaferrata, was created as a long-term
institution, in which every decision of language, section, genre, and readership served
to transform a confessional “border” into a field of inquiry. The programmatic texts
of the first issue (the editorial “Il nostro periodico” and the “Bozza di programma”
drafted by Zabugin) set the tone. They outlined a path towards scholarly integrity,
the recognition of Eastern liturgical distinctiveness in unity with Rome, and an
openness to contributors from a wide range of ecclesiastical traditions. Formally and
technically, this ambition was sustained by both the journal’s multilingual profile
(Italian, French, Greek, Latin) and its high academic standard, which allowed Eastern
Catholic and Orthodox scholars to appear alongside Italian academics.

The journal’s internal architecture was designed to “translate” entire cultural
strata rather than extract isolated data. On the one hand, it offered systematic surveys
of Orthodox ecclesiastical life, covering the liturgical calendar, prescriptions, feast
days, and notes on parish practice. On the other, it provided analytical essays on the
history of ideas and of Byzantine Latin relations.

Zabugin’s main contribution took the form of the extended series “Greco-Slavic
Religious Questions in Renaissance Writers.” Working with humanist sources (Dante,
Guarino da Verona, Marco Girolamo Vida, among others), he reconstructed not only
a range of motifs of “Eastern” origin, but also the mechanisms of their circulation
in Latin culture. In this respect, the journal can be seen as a laboratory for transfer
studies: it made visible a web of transits, such as texts, rites, iconographic schemes,
politico-ecclesiastical questions, and accompanied them with a sort of “thick
translation,” supplying Italian readers with explanations of context, semantics, and
practical religious implications.

Reviewing assumed a distinctive mediating function. At a time when the Italian
public was only beginning to form a vocabulary for “Russian religious philosophy,”
it was above all reviews and bibliographical surveys that offered the first points of
entry to new authors and texts.

Through Roma e l’Oriente, figures such as Florensky, Bulgakov, and Karsavin
entered Italian intellectual life not as exotic curiosities but as thinkers and scholars of
humanist philology and Church history. This was not a mere exercise in paraphrase,
but a true editorial act: Russian debates were positioned in local taxonomies (liturgics,
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iconology, patristics) thereby enabling their subsequent circulation in the Italian
academic discourse.

Speakingin the anthropological terms of “cultural brokerage,” one might describe
Zabugin as an “infrastructural broker”: he did not simply translate, but he engineered
the very channels for knowledge through his command of language, genre, and the
journal’s academic and reputational weight.

The journal’s internal organisation further strengthens its status as a laboratory.
The monastery’s press, the Tipografia di San Nilo, possessed the technical capability
to produce both refined liturgical typesetting and major scholarly works, including
Zabugin’s three-volume study of Pomponio Leto. Consequently, the entire editorial
cycle, from initial manuscript to finished volume, was centralised in a single
confessional and academic milieu.

This synergy mitigated the friction of “translation” in its broadest sense, enabling
an intellectual exchange sustained over years. Between 1910 and 1921, Zabugin
contributed approximately 150 pieces to Roma e l’Oriente, turning the periodical
into a conceptual platform: a locus where stable forms of East-West discourse were
forged to outlast the polemics of the day.

Roma e U'Oriente may be understood, speaking in Homi Bhabha’s terms, as
an institutionally structured “Third Space”® a sort of “third home,” an intellectual
habitat for the Italian and Russian intellectual traditions which does not erase their
differences or resolves them into a simple synthesis, but rather establishes procedures
for their encounter. In this setting, Eastern liturgics and Italian philology act not as
rivals but as mutually illuminating languages for the description of Europe.

Consequently, the journal’s importance extends beyond the history of religious
dialogue to Renaissance historiography itself. It constructs an optical perspective
in which Italian humanist culture can naturally discern the Byzantine and Slavic
elements in its own genealogy. In this sense, Roma e I’Oriente was indeed a laboratory:
not a showcase for ready-made consensus, but the very site where the methodological
instruments rendering such consensus conceivable were produced.

1917: The Mission to Russia and Il gigante folle (1918)

During the war years, Zabugin assumed the role of cultural diplomat in the
strictest sense. In 1917, Senator Vittorio Scialoja (1856-1933), the future Minister of
Foreign Affairs, chose Zabugin as a special envoy who would reinforce the alliance
between the Kingdom of Italy and the Russian Empire. At Scialoja’s request, Zabugin

6See: [Bhabha, 1994, pp. 36-39]. Bhabha defines the ‘Third Space’ as an interstitial zone of enun-
ciation that disrupts the stability of cultural identity, allowing for the negotiation of meaning rather
than its simple transmission.
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set out for Russia that spring, undertaking a lengthy journey via England, Norway,
Sweden, and Finland. On 19 June he arrived in Petrograd, from where he proceeded to
the front, addressing Russian soldiers, noting shifts in public opinion, and observing
the rapid process of political fragmentation.

From the Romanian front, Zabugin travelled to Moscow before returning to
Petrograd, where he became an eyewitness to the central moments of the revolu-
tionary upheaval, culminating in the storming of the Winter Palace.

Upon his return to Italy in November 1917, he published Il gigante folle. Istantanee
dellarivoluzionerussa (“The Mad Giant: Snapshots of the Russian Revolution”, 1918) in
Florence, with a preface by Scialoja’. The genre of istantanee, a sequence of vignette-
like observations, combines chronicle, political commentary, and religious-historical
meditation, portraying political collapse as a spiritual catastrophe and an exercise in
cultural oblivion.

For the Italian reader, this “giant” was no abstraction, but a living civilization
that had, in 1917, succumbed to a phase of “madness.” Zabugin strikes a balance here
between a profound sympathy for “cultural Russia” against a sober account of violence,
institutional ruin, and the dissolution of public order. In this sense, one may say that
Il gigante folle extends the intellectual project of Roma e U'Oriente: juxtaposing texts,
rites, and gestures, Zabugin reads the revolution with the double perspective of the
philologist and the eyewitness. He re-frames the chaotic data of experience into a form
that is readable for the Italian intellectual elite, rendering the book not just a report or a
chronicle of events, but a hermeneutic instrument for understanding the catastrophe.

A tragic accident in the Alps in 1923 cut Zabugin’s life and career when he was
only forty-three years old. Nevertheless, Zabugin’s publications, from substantial
monographs to hundreds of shorter journal pieces, form a corpus that is once again
attracting scholarly attention in both Italy and Russia.

Contemporary researchers, most notably Alessandro Giovanardi [Giovanardi,
2021], highlight the twofold meaning of Zabugin’s legacy: on the one hand, a serious
contribution to the field of humanistic philology; on the other, a model of cultural
mediation in which religious, artistic, and philological perspectives are brought
together in a single methodological framework.

&k ok ok

Zabugin is as a rare example of the early twentieth-century humanist who did not
just “inhabit the border” but actively transformed it, turning a line of division into

"While this text remained inaccessible to the Russian public for over a century, a critical Russian
edition with extensive commentary has recently been prepared by Artem Klyuev, finally restoring this
“documentary chronicle” to its native cultural context [Zabugin, 2024].
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a site of cultural encounter. His intellectual trajectory, which includes St Petersburg,
Rome, and Grottaferrata, and his institutional affiliations (La Sapienza, Accademia degli
Arcadji, the Abbey of St Nilus, and the GUM musical network) form a singular, unified
practice of cultural mediation. Central to this project was his vision of a “Christian
Renaissance,” a concept deserving of distinct further analysis, in which the Renaissance
appears not as a secular rupture but as a crucial phase in Christianity’s assimilation of
antiquity. It is precisely this perspective that restores Byzantium to the genealogy of
Italian humanism, bringing into focus the logic of transfer between East and West.

Zabugin’s position was systematically reinforced by his long-term work as an
editor and reviewer. Through Roma e I'Oriente, an Italian readership gained access
to Orthodox liturgy and Russian religious-philosophical thought, while the journal
itself became a stable infrastructure of dialogue, publishing a substantial corpus of
scholarly material.

What is needed today are critical editions of his main texts (including Storia del
Rinascimento cristiano in Italia and the cycle on Dantean iconography?®), a scholarly
catalogue of the material published in Roma e I’'Oriente (with the identification of
anonymous contributions), and a reconstruction of Zabugin’s correspondence and
networks (Arcadia, La Sapienza, Grottaferrata). No less important is a systematic
inquiry into the impact of his reviewing practice on the Italian reception of Russian
religious philosophy.

Zabugin’s “case” isnot, in the end, simply a matter of assigning his due place in the
canon. The interdisciplinary cast of his work now closely aligns with the frameworks
of cultural history and cultural transfer studies, and continues to offer a productive
means of analysing trans-European circulations of meaning.

It is for this reason, namely the coherence of his intellectual project and his philo-
logical work “on both sides,” that Zabugin speaks so directly to the complexity of contem-
porary concerns, illuminating a path for the possibilities of future cultural exchange.
His oeuvre should be rightly situated on the current scholarly map as a paradigmatic
case of sustained, non-ideological cultural mediation between Russia and Italy.
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